[Importance of PCR in the diagnosis of hepatitis C].
The identification of hepatitis C virus, based on DNA amplification, gives a precise estimation of the prevalence of the most frequent agent of NANB hepatitis. The first ELISA allowing the detection of anti-HCV antibodies, had too many false positive results and required the development of more sensitive and specific assays to confirm its results. PCR, allowing the hepatitis C virus diagnosis by showing directly HCV RNA sequences, offers a complementary approach to immunoserological tests. In blood donors with anti-HCV antibodies and with indeterminate or negative confirmatory tests, the finding of HCV RNA sequences reveals serum infectivity. During acute hepatitis, the delay in the appearance of anti HCV hampers acute phase diagnosis. The early detection of HCV RNA in peripheral blood, confirms the diagnosis and opens up therapeutic possibilities. In chronic hepatitis, the diagnosis of seronegative forms may only be resolved by PCR. Moreover, the presence of HCV RNA in peripheral blood represents the only marker of on-going viral replication and coincides with the severity of liver damage. During treatment with interferon, the follow up of HCV RNA sequences makes it possible to monitor its efficacy. The search for HCV RNA sequences directly in liver tissue shows that HCV may replicate in the liver in the absence of viremia. The presence of HCV RNA in the liver and the serum of liver transplanted patients is essential for the etiological diagnosis and management of hepatitis and bone marrow failure occurring after transplantation. Epidemiological study using PCR is a major tool in documenting vertical transmission between mother and child. Finally, PCR is important for the analysis of the HCV genome. Thus, in France there are at least three main strains, one close to the US prototype, the other close to the Japanese strain, possibly responsible for a more severe illness and a third one distinct from the previous two. However, its limits and constraints imply that PCR must not be considered as a routine assay. This emphasizes the need for more simple and rapid diagnostic tests, allowing the detection of HCV antigens and, as in hepatitis B, the progressive unravelling of the life cycle of HCV.